097— Communication Barriers Beyond the Spoken Language: Senegalese Nonverbal Codes by Piazza, Sophia
Communication Barriers Beyond Spoken Language: 
Senegalese Nonverbal Codes 
Sophia Piazza,  State University of New York College at Geneseo
Objectives
Findings
Introduction 
Communication is influential to culture, and successful intercultural communication 
requires Cultural Intelligence, or understanding and appreciating the ways in which 
people live and behave in their cultural setting. Traveling abroad to an unfamiliar 
place requires cultural intelligence and consideration for the Differences-Similarities 
Dialectic, which considers differences and similarities of many aspects of a culture, 
such as language, values, behaviors, nonverbal communication, and so on (Martin & 
Nakayama, 2010). This project aims to explore the importance of understanding the 
variances between cultures with a narrowed focus on nonverbal communication 
patterns and how these differences can hinder effective intercultural 
communication. Nonverbal communication is comprised of kinesics, or facial 
expressions, hand gestures, and eye contact, proxemics and haptics, or the spatial 
distance between people and touch, chronemics, or the use of time, and 
paralanguage, or vocal sounds and pitches, appearance, and the use of silence 
(Martin & Nakayama, 2010). This research took place over the months of May and 
June of 2019 under the instruction of Dr. Kodjo Adabra and the assistance of the 
West African Research Center (WARC) in Dakar, Senegal. It examines the 
overarching idea of nonverbal codes acting as a communication barrier, with a focus 
group of  Senegalese culture. This project is also supported by SUNY Geneseo and the 
Gérard Gouvernet Ambassadorship  in French Language and Cultures. 
Note: Key words are italicized. 
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In order to examine the existence of communication barriers between American and 
Senegalese culture through variances of nonverbal codes, research was conducted 
using an Interpretive Approach. This method of communication study focuses on 
understanding and describing human behavior within specific cultural groups based 
on the assumptions that  human experience is subjective, human behavior is creative 
rather than determined or easily predicted, and culture is created and maintained 
through communication. This approach uses qualitative methods such as participant 
observation and field study, in which investigators interact heavily with the culture 
group being studied, which attempts to capture people’s own meanings for their 
everyday behavior in specific contexts (Martin & Nakayama, 2010).  I used this 
approach specifically by fully immersing myself into the culture during a one month 
time period, living in Dakar, Senegal. I stayed with a host family, la famille Rokhaya 
Diéne, including my host mother, Rokhaya MBodj, my host father, Malick Samba 
Diéne, and my four host sisters, Mame, Ndaya, Fatou, and Sokhna. There were also 
several cousins and friends that would spend time at our house daily. I spent each 
day as a member of their family, participating in daily activities and celebrating 
holidays, while recording my observations with very limited exposure to my own 
culture. I also conducted discussions with the educators at WARC, my host family, 
and the other American students I was traveling with. My observations were later 
supported and reinforced by existing sources in Senegalese nonverbal 
communication patterns, including Dean Fosters’ The Global Etiquette Guide to Africa 
and the Middle East. 
● Proxemics and Haptics
○ Senegalese are very friendly, warm and hospitable people, resulting in an extremely 
high contact culture, where physical contact is common in even the most casual 
situations, versus a noncontact culture, like the US, in which people stand further 
away from one another and make less physical contact. 
○ According to Malick Ndiaye, an educator at Mediathèque,  “Senegal has the highest 
contact culture in West Africa.” In terms of proxemics and haptics, it is common for 
Senegalese to stand much closer to one another, compared to American culture, 
along with frequent physical contact such as kissing both cheeks and hugging when 
greeting, touching shoulders or arms, or gently pushing others to direct them. On the 
contrary, public display of affection (in a romantic sense) is rarely expressed and not 
acceptable (Foster, 2002). 
○ Based on observation, when in markets or other public places, it was frequently 
observed that vendors would gently grab or link arms with people passing by, 
especially travelers, in order to direct you to their merchandise and they are very 
insistent. From an American perspective, this is easily violates our expectations that 
this nonverbal behavior is uncommon or rude, which in turn is a face threat to the 
vendor’s positive face and a negative face threat to the passerby or customer. 
○ I experienced physical contact with strangers daily when I would walk to school. Men 
who lived on the corner of my street would say hello to me and grab my arms or try 
to block me in my path so that I would stay and talk to them. This serves as another 
nonverbal example that severely violated my expectations to the point where I felt 
unsafe because similar behaviors in American culture, would communicate a threat.
● Kinesics
○ Any hand action or gesture should never be done with the left hand, as it is 
considered unclean (Foster, 2002). 
○ A very common hand gesture that was observed daily was a form of begging, where 
people, especially children, would extend their cupped palm out and shake it often 
with coins to make noise. Even if there were no coins in it, they would still shake 
their hand. Due to the circumstances, I was unable to give anything, but it did serve 
as a nonverbal code that was understood easily, regardless of culture differences. 
○ In American culture, eye contact typically communicates respect and attentive 
listening, however, in Senegalese culture, eye contact is typically not maintained 
while speaking, especially when speaking with a superior or elder. As a sign of 
respect, it is best to initially make eye contact, then avert the eyes to show respect 
(Foster, 2002). 
● Silence
○ Silence serves as an important nonverbal communication code from the American 
side because men, not women, would continuously stare at our group of seven white 
women who appeared to be misplaced in this society. Although it was expected, it did 
cause feelings of extreme discomfort. It was essential to remain silent when 
approached, spoken to, touched, or grabbed by someone in order to be left alone, 
even though we felt rude based on our own cultural tendencies.  
● Paralanguage 
○ Similar to what Americans might perceive as “cat-calling,” Senegalese often snap 
their fingers or make a hissing-type sound in order to get someone’s attention 
(Foster, 2002). This tends to act as a communication barrier because to a Senegalese 
person, it is ordinary, but to an American, it can be rude and highly offensive.  
● Chronemics 
○ In Senegal, compared to America, patiences is highly valued,  everything is slow 
paced, and people take their time to “just sit and do nothing,” according to Mariane 
Yade, a member of NCUR. Her perspective of American culture was our constant 
need to be doing something or even multiple things at once, otherwise known as a 
polychronic culture (Marin & Nakayama, 2010). 
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As a communication scholar, it is necessary to understand and appreciate differences in 
communicative patterns and behaviors across cultures. Having a sense of cultural 
intelligence can make experiences with new cultures meaningful. If the goal of a traveler in a 
foreign country is to effectively integrate themselves into a new society, it is essential to 
become accustomed to differences in communication patterns, as communication is a 
primary principle in which one socializes (Parks, 1938).  With this case study as evidence 
and support from further research, differences in nonverbal communication patterns have 
the power to act as communication barriers. Some caused slight misunderstandings, and 
others have the power to render a traveler to feel unsafe or threatened. Examining 
communication differences demonstrates the role of face threats when one  perceives 
nonverbal behavior to be inappropriate or unusual. Individuals from both sides of differing 
cultures  who communicate nonverbally in an unacceptable way to the other may cause 
them to lose positive and negative face because the lack of understanding of the cultural 
context, and violation of expectations.  The Expectancy Violation Theory is then introduced 
because it is evident that for a Senegalese and a traveler, their expectations were violated 
frequently, resulting in misunderstanding of their intended communication. For a traveler, 
the Communication Accommodation Theory could be applied in situations where a traveler, 
like myself, would need to alter their own behavior, along with become accepting of the 
common behaviors presented in that culture, in order to have positive interactions and 
integrate themselves into society. Furthermore, ethnocentrism, or the tendency to believe 
one’s own culture is superior to others, comes into play. A traveler from the United States 
who may know nothing of other cultures but what they are accustomed to, must make the 
effort to learn the values and behaviors of their host culture without giving up the aspects of 
their own culture, rather be open minded and accepting of different communicative 
behaviors. 
● Examine how communication operates as an integrating and socializing principle 
(Park, 1938). 
● Observe and replicate specific nonverbal communication patterns present in 
Senegalese culture and recognize where there are similarities and differences 
between these patterns and where communication barriers arise. 
● Examine how these communication barriers act as face threats to both positive 
and negative face, or one’s desire to be liked and respected, and one’s desire to be 
free from burden (Cupach & Metts, 1994).
● Determine the role of ethnocentrism, or the tendency to think that one’s own 
culture is superior to others (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). 
● Apply the Communication Expectancy Theory which identifies when an 
individual’s nonverbal behavior violates our expectations, these violations will be 
perceived positively or negatively depending on the specific context and behavior 
(Martin & Nakayama, 2010). 
● Apply the Communication Accommodation Theory, which identifies how and when 
individuals adapt their speech and nonverbal behavior to others during an 
interaction (Martin & Nakayama, 2010).
I would like to thank the donors of the Gérald Gouvernet Ambassadorship in French 
Language and Cultures that made this research possible.  I would also like to thank 
my host family, la famille Rokhaya Diène, who welcomed me and gave me an 
experience that I will forever cherish. Lastly, I would like to thank Dr. Kodjo Adabra, 
along with the NCUR for mentoring and guiding me through this experience. 
*Note: the findings section of this poster are a brief overview of the most prominent 
differences that were observed. It does not cover all data recorded.  
